The pathogenesis of Schmorl's nodes.
We examined the pathogenesis of Schmorl's nodes, correlating the histological findings from 12 lumbar vertebrae with the corresponding conventional radiographs, tomographs, MR images and CT scans. The last revealed round, often multiple cystic lesions with indistinct sclerotic margins beneath the cartilaginous endplate. The appearances are similar to the typical CT changes of osteonecrosis. Histological examination of en-bloc slices through Schmorl's nodes gave clear evidence of subchondral osteonecrosis. Beneath the cartilage endplate, we found fibrosis within the marrow cavities with the disappearance of fat cells. Osteocytes within bone trabeculae were either dead or had disappeared. We suggest that Schmorl's nodes are the end result of ischaemic necrosis beneath the cartilaginous endplate and that herniation into the body of the vertebra is secondary.